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Nature on a Leash: Tourism, Development,
and the Environment on Amelia Island, Florida
by Patrick H. Cosby
n the 2002 film, Sunshine State, writer and director John Sayles
fictionalizes the recent history of Amelia Island, Florida.
Sayles tells the tale of how unscrupulous developers attempted
to acquire the most valuable beachfront properties from local
African-American residents to build condominiums and golf
courses, transforming Florida's weather and environment into a
commodity to be sold to northern retirees and vacationers. Like
the developers in Sunshine State, the Amelia Island Plantation sold
dreams of "nature on a leash. "1 Beginning in the early 1970s, the
Amelia Island Plantation and its planners imposed a meticulously
crafted, and prohibitively exclusive, version of living with Florida's
nature. The following study suggests that the late twentieth-century
development ofAmelia Island was both unique and partofa broader
history of tourism and development in Florida. More specifically,
it argues that the efforts to build in accordance with principles
of ecology, though inherently problematic and potentially as
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Patrick H. Cosby is currently a Visiting Assistant Professor at Presbyterian College
in Clinton, South Carolina. He grew up in Tampa and earned an M.A. in History at
the University of South Florida. He completed his Ph.D. in Latin American History
at the University of Florida. His primary research focuses on the environmental
history of state-led development in twentieth-century Mexico, but Florida and its
history have long captured his imagination. The author thanks all his friends,
colleagues, and reviewers who have read, critiqued, and significantly improved this
article.
Sunshine State, directed by John Sayles, Sony Pictures Classics, 2002.
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environmentally destructive as development elsewhere in the state,
made Amelia Island a unique case study for thinking about the
future of Florida's development.
Amelia Island's environmental history is less well known than
the dramatic social history that inspired Sayles's film and informed
scholarship concerned with the racial tensions and political battles
that accompanied post-war development in Florida. In recent years,
there have been a number of studies of the environmental costs of
Florida's rapid development in the twentieth century, though much
of the work focuses on the particularly destructive patterns of growth
in South Florida. 2 I build on such pioneering work, but shift my
gaze to look at the ways in which the recent environmental history
of Amelia Island contributes to historiographic understandings
of the "ecology of tourism" that has come to characterize the
development along Florida's coast in recent decades. 3 In many ways,
the twentieth-century history of Amelia Island followed the pattern
of economic development elsewhere in the state. However during
the 1970s, developers on Amelia Island articulated a different vision
for exploiting the natural beauty of Florida's Atlantic coast. As an
alternative to the freewheeling development of South Florida,
they offered a well-intentioned, if cynically marketed, mission to

2

3

See for example, David McCally, The Everglades: An Environmental History
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2000); Ted Steinberg, Acts of God: The
Unnatural History of Natural Disaster in America (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2000); Susan Braden, The Architecture of Leisure: The Florida Resort Hotels
of Henry Flagler and Henry Plant (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2002);
Jack E. Davis and Raymond Arsenault, eds., Paradise Lost? An Environmental
History of Florida (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005); Gary R.
Mormino, Land of Sunshine, State of Dreams: A Social History of Modern Florida
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005); Michael Grunwald, The Swamp:
The Everglades, Florida, and the Politics ofParadise (New York: Simon and Schuster,
2007);John A. Stuart and John F. Stack,Jr., The New Deal in South Florida: Design,
Policy, and Community Building, 1933-1940 (Gainesville: University Press of
Florida, 2008); Steven Noll and David Tegeder, Ditch ofDreams: The Cross Florida
Barge Canal and the Struggle for Florida's Future (Gainesville: University Press of
Florida, 2009).
A critical analysis of Florida's "ecology of tourism" also contributes a new
case study to refine and extend scholarly understandings of conservation and
leisure in America's national parks and a growing body of"Sunbelt" scholarship
that examines postwar development in the U.S. South. Scholars such as Gary
Mormino and Raymond Arsenault have championed the contribution of
Florida historians to this broader Sunbelt literature with their leadership in
publishing the Florida History and Culture book series through the University
Press of Florida. This study contributes to that growing body of literature by
providing an example in which planners' assumptions about how to utilize
Florida's recreational resources differed from those of earlier developers.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol92/iss4/6

2

Cosby: Nature on a Leash: Tourism, Development, and the Environment on A

748

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

craft the built environment according to the principles of ecology.
Such plans ultimately faltered as development schemes imposed
a very narrow understanding of nature to confirm and mold the
expectations of visitors and tourists.
Beyond purely scholarly considerations, the recent history of
development on Amelia Island may do more than simply reveal the
shortcomings of past development schemes. It may yet suggest ways
to manage Florida's future growth more responsibly. In the unique
historical moment presented by the collapse of the housing market
in 2008, scholars of Florida's history can reflect on both the failure
and the possibilities suggested by Amelia Island's recent history.
Perhaps, a critical analysis of Amelia Island's recent history may
ultimately offer the opportunity to reclaim and re-appropriate a
vision of living in harmony with the natural world.
By the early 1970s, visitors combed the shores of Amelia Island,
attracted by the visions of a natural paradise. Vacationers, young
families, and retirees were all drawn to the pleasures of Florida's
environment, and contributed to the state's population explosion
in the decades after World War II. The newcomers sought a
particular, idealized version of the natural landscape, rather than
the reality of Florida's environment. Most new residents and tourists
wanted "enjoyment of the beaches." 4 Constructing and maintaining
the illusion of sand, sun, and surf meant hiding the environmental
and social costs of an imagined Florida environment. Access was
restricted, waste had to be removed and mechanical operations
disguised, and even the beach itself became an artificial construct
that confirmed visitors' expectations. This article looks critically at
the early growth of the Amelia Island Plantation in the 1970s, and
one certainly finds much to critique, but it ultimately suggests that
the initial impulses behind the development may yet inspire new
ways of thinking and living in Florida's environment.
One should be careful not to draw too sharp a distinction
between the "natural" and the built environment.
Many
environmental historians follow cultural critic Raymond Williams
in noting that that the very term "nature" is a remarkably
complex human construction. According to Williams, "the idea

4

Florida Governor's Committee on Recreational Development, Florida Outdoor
Recreation at a Crossroads (Tallahassee: Governor's Committee on Recreational
Development, 1963); Richard 0. Cutler, Amelia Island, Florida: A Geographic
Study of R.ecreationDevelopment (Gainesville: University of Florida, 1965), 200.
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of nature contains, though often unnoticed, an extraordinary
amount of human history." 5 The term nature carries a multitude
of overlapping, and often contradictory, meanings that are the
product of historical processes.
Likewise, environmental historians remind us to move beyond
earlier ecological notions of an ordered natural equilibrium
associated with the work of Eugene and Howard Odom. The
imagination and construction of "pristine wilderness" is often the
product of interaction with complex human history. 6 We should be
careful to avoid thinking about "nature" on Amelia Island as some
timeless universal condition, as a "stable, balanced, homeostatic,
self-healing, purifying and benign" utopia uncorrupted by a modem
tourist economy. 7 More recent ecological studies emphasize
instability and constant change, 8 though the differences in
interpretation may result from differences in the scale of analysis.
What looks like dynamic environmental change in the short term
may seem relatively stable over the long duration. 9

5
6

7
8
9

Raymond Williams, "Ideas of Nature," in Culture and Materialism: Se'lectedEssays,
ed. Raymond Williams (London: Verso, 1980), 67.
On the development of the field of ecology and the work of the Odom brothers,
see Eugene P. Odom, Fundamentals of Ecology, Second edition, (Philadelphia:
W.B Saunders and Company, 1959); Donald Worster, Nature's Economy, A
History of Ecowgical Ideas, Second edition, (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1994); For discussions on dynamic interaction between human societies
and the construction of notions of "pristine wilderness," see William Cronon,
Changes in The Land: Indians, ColAJnists, and the Ecology of New England, 20 111
Anniversary edition, ( ew York: Hill and Wang, 2003); Mark David Spence,
Dispossessing the Wilderness: Indian Removal and the Making of the National Parks
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1999); KarlJacoby, Crimes Against Nature:
Squatters, Poachers, Thieves, and the History of American Conservation (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2001); William Cronon, "The Trouble with
Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature," in Uncommon Ground:
Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, ed. William Cronon (New York: W.W.
Norton and Company, 1996), 69-90.
William Cronon, "The Uses of Environmental History," Environmental History
Review, 17, no. 3 (Fall 1993): 10-11.
See, for example, Daniel Botkin , Discordant Harmonies: A New Ecowgy for the
Twenty-First Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990).
Environmental historians working in this vein tend to follow French Anna'les
School thinkers, particularly Fernand Braudel, whose concept of the wngue
duree has provided productive inspiration for environmental historians
concerned with change over the long term and on a broad, even global
scale. For a discussion of the influence of Braudel on the development of
environmental history, see Donald Worster, "Appendix: Doing Environmental
History," in The Ends of The Earth: Perspectives on Modern Environmental History,
ed. Donald Worster (New York: Cambridge University Press 1988), 290.
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Yet, as scholars of natural disasters have demonstrated, there
is a value in studying the acute moments of environmental change
that "offer an opportunity to examine larger social circumstances
of ... [a] society in times of stress." Such moments of dramatic
environmental change altered the relationship between nature
and culture, and between unequal members within society. 10 Of
course, by the twentieth century, technological innovations allowed
human actors to provoke disastrous environmental consequences
that often rivaled the most dramatic and destructive "natural"
disasters. 11 Rather than existing in a state of static equilibrium,
Florida's natural environment was the result of ongoing human
intervention. Nonetheless, it is important to recognize that the
technological innovations of the twentieth century, including air
conditioning, DDT, construction cranes, and dredges had the
capacity to alter Florida's environment and social relations in
dramatically new ways. 12 According to one scholar, "[f] or tourists
to appear in large numbers, Florida had to be cleared, dried up,
[and] dredged from the bottom of the sea." 13
Nature in Florida has been continuously re-imagined and altered
according to human desires. As one historian asserts, "[r] einventing
Florida is a cottage industry." 14 In a remarkable study on snowbirds
from an outsider's perspective, Canadian historian Godefroy
Desrosiers-Lauzon notes that the literature on Florida often seeks
to discover some elusive Florida, untouched and uncorrupted.
He claims that "most accounts-both tourist and scholarly-write
10

11

12
13
14

Louis A. Perez, Jr., Winds of Change: Hurricanes and The Transformation of
Nineteenth-Century Cuba (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001) ,
12. For examples of how "natural" disasters and the government response have
altered both local ecologies and local social relations in Florida, see Steinberg,
45-68.
For a broader discussion of the environmental consequences of twentiethcentury technology, see J.R. McNeill, Something New Under the Sun: An
Environmental History of the Twentieth-Century World (New York: W.W. Norton
and Company, 2001). I have addressed also the question of the appropriate
scale of environmental historical analysis and the capacity of twentieth century
technologies to alter local environments in the context of public works projects
in the developing world. See Patrick Cosby, "Leviathan in the Tropics: A
Postcolonial Environmental History of the Papaloapan Development Projects
in Mexico," (PhD diss., University of Florida, 2011). And, again, Steinberg
reminds how the so called "natural" often result from human relations of
power and inequality. Steinberg, 55.
Mormino, 5.
Godefroy Desrosiers-Lauzon, Florida Snowbirds: Spectacle, Mobility, and Community
Since 1945 (Montreal: McGill-Queen 's University Press, 2011) , 7.
Mormino, 5.
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of seeking the real Florida, either tantalizingly out of reach like the
Fountain of Youth, or menacingly lurking in the shadows like a
gator in the Everglades. "15 This study does not seek to recapture
some invented or imagined vision of Amelia Island's natural history.
Rather, it recognizes the complex ways in which human societies
have interacted with the natural world, in this case for recreation.
Despite both the unintentional and anticipated consequences
of development projects in the 1970s, there may yet be useful lessons
to learn from the twentieth-century history of Amelia Island. Early
plans proclaimed a new ecologically-sensitive model of beachfront
development. This, in turn, attracted some residents who were
enticed by the idea of a more "natural" community and committed
to preserving Florida's cultural heritage and environment. 16 The
ideology and ethos of early planners allowed diverse historical actors
from the state and civil society to contest subsequent development
schemes. As resorts and condominiums spread across the southern
half of Amelia Island, encircling the African American community
of American Beach and altering fragile ecosystems, state officials
and environmental groups worked to protect animal habitats and
nearby barrier islands from bulldozers and dredges. Protecting
some natural areas to allow for intensive development of others
also represents a constructed vision of nature as well, however.

Charles Fraser and The Amelia Island Plantation
After the 1960s, Amelia Island developed dramatically as part
of a period of rapid growth that Gary Mormino has called "Florida's
Big Bang." 17 Yet the pattern of growth in northeast Florida was
unique. Large-scale development of Amelia Island's tourist
attractions came relatively late considering that the region first
drew the attention of tourists and developers in the late nineteenth
century and other areas saw booms in the 1920s and the years
immediately following World War II. The most intensive period
of construction took place after 1970 when a greater awareness of
environmental issues followed the publication of Rachel Carson's
Silent Spring (1962) and the first Earth Day (1970), inspiring quasi-

15
16

17

Desrosiers-Lauzon, ix.
Adam Rome, Bulldozer in the Countryside: Suburban Sprawl and the Rise ofAmerican
Environmentalism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), explores
similar environmentalist impulses among postwar suburbanites.
Mormino, 3.
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House on American Beach. Photograph by author.

utopian visions of building vacation destinations in harmony with
nature. Prior to that rapid late twentieth-century growth, settlement
on the island had mostly been confined to the northwestern
segment. Only a few residents lived on the southern half of the
island before the construction of the Amelia Island Plantation. In a
study produced to provide recommendations for managing future
growth on Amelia Island, Richard 0. Cutler provided a snapshot
of settlement on the eve of a period of rapid development. His
assessment can serve as a baseline for understanding the changes
that came in the 1970s.
According to Cutler's report, the northern half of the island
had been the seat of the original Spanish settlement of Ft. Carlos
and a pirate haven that inspired much romantic lore. During the
Civil War, Ft. Clinch became a Confederate stronghold on the
island frequently visited by General Robert E. Lee. The State of
Florida purchased Ft. Clinch in 1935 and established a state park
on the site that would become the island's major tourist attraction
and attract as many as 160,000 day trippers and 32,000 campers a
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year by the late 1960s. 18 By the mid twentieth century, the island
was dominated by industrial concerns, including the Container
Corporation of America, which operated port facilities and a wood
pulp processing plant, and the cellulose producer ITT Rayonier.
Quinn Menhaden Fisheries Incorporated manufactured fertilizer
using non-food fish and produced "an exceedingly vile and
irritating smoke [that] wafted across the city and beaches causing
eyes to redden, noses to run, and visitors to retreat." 19
Prior to the mid 1960s, few people had relocated to southern
Amelia Island. During the nineteenth century, the southern half
of the island had been dominated by the cotton operations of the
Harrison Plantation. Descendants of former slaves later settled
in Franklin Town, which would eventually become the AfricanAmerican community of American Beach. 20 During the late
nineteenth century, natural attractions along the St. John's, the
Ocklawaha, and the Silver rivers drew visitors to northeast Florida.
Vacationers and honeymooners passed through Amelia Island
as they caught steamships from the burgeoning town of Palatka
along the shores of the St. John's River and plied the crystal clear
waters of Silver Springs. Amelia Island witnessed a modest tourism
boom as nineteenth-century railroad magnates like David Yulee,
Henry Plant, and Henry Flagler brought northerners to emerging
tourist meccas on the Gulf and Atlantic Coasts. 21 However, the land
boom that brought new resorts and visitors to Miami, Boca Raton,
St. Petersburg, and elsewhere along Florida's coasts from 1915 to
1925 largely by-passed Amelia Island. 22 Even with the advent of
18

19
20
21

22

Cutler, 57. Ft. San Carlos was built by the Spanish on the leeward side of the
island. It was closer to the present day location of Old Town. Ft Clinch was
built during the nineteenth century further north to protect the entrance to
the Amelia River.
Ibid., 53.
See Rob Hicks in association with the Amelia Island Museum of History, Images
ofAmerica: Amelia Island (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Press, 2007), 50-51.
Ibid., 4649. For discussions of the early history of tourism and development along
the Ocklawaha and Silver Rivers see, Thomas R. Berson, "Silver Springs: The Florida
Interior in the American Imagination," (PhD diss., University of Florida, 2011),
11~146. For a representative example of the work on the growth of tourism in
other parts of the state during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
see Raymond Arsenault, St. Petersburg and the FloridaDrnam, 1888-1950 (Gainesville:
University Press of Florida, 1996). More recent work includes Tracy Revels, Sunshine
Paradise: A Histmy ofFlorida Tourism (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2011) .
For a discussion of the land boom and growth in other parts of the state, see
William Frazer and John J. Guthrie, Jr., The Flmida Land Boom: Speculation,
Money and the Banks (Westport, CT: Quorum Books, 1995); Arsenault, St.
Petersburg and the Florida Dream.
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a new automobile culture in the 1960s, visitors often only cruised
through Amelia Island on their way to destinations further south.
By analyzing receipts from the toll booth at the southern bridge
to Little Talbot Island, Cutler determined that during the peak
summer months of the late 1960s, as many as 60,000 travelers per
month passed through Amelia Island, as compared to only 20,000
monthly travelers a decade earlier. 23
Though clearly poised to follow the pattern of growth
underway in South Florida, by 1970 Amelia Island had not yet
witnessed such rapid development. Paper mills dominated the
northern stretches of the island and much of the beachfront land
on the southern portion was still owned by a mining company,
the Union Carbide and Carbon Corporation, which planned to
"dredge-mine the sands for heavy minerals, mainly titanium ores"
before the Amelia Island Plantation began construction. Prior to
the construction boom, in the 1960s, the island had eight hotels,
244 owner-occupied homes, and 167 rental properties with a total
of 844 units, which housed approximately 160,000 permanent and
seasonal residents. Most of the housing was concentrated along the
beachfront Fletcher Avenue (U.S. Highway AIA) on the northern
half of the island. To the south, the only residential beachfront
property was within the city limits of the African American town of
American Beach. By 1964, American Beach boasted ninety taxable
buildings, including the twenty-one room A.L. Lewis Hotel, built
on 320 lots. Most homes were vacation homes and 60 percent of
the owners listed nearby Jacksonville as their permanent residence.
Only three residents claimed homestead tax exemptions for their
American Beach properties. 24 South of American Beach, "half
of the island [was] generally wooded and idle with occasional
individual houses," and "the beach is generally deserted." 25
In his conclusions, Cutler provided recommendations for
managing future growth. He noted that "with the rapid rise in
Florida population in the coming decades ... pressure on available
land will increase, and island-wide planning ... if carefully conceived
and enforced, could prevent the start of unfavorable situations." 26
Preparing for expansion would require a comprehensive plan for
the entire island. Taking up that charge, developers claimed that
23
24
25
26

Cutler, 139-143.
Ibid., 151-167.
Ibid., 56-58.
Ibid., 263-264.
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they could manage growth while trying to build in harmony with
local ecosystems. This impulse to build in "harmony with nature"
represented a unique late twentieth-century manifestation of a
long tradition of constructing an imagined paradise out of Florida's
environment.
Charles Fraser and the Sea Pines Company of South Carolina
imagined the development of Amelia Island along lines that suited a
vision of nature as the ultimate source of recreation. On November
30, 1970, the Amelia Island Company, a subsidiary of the Sea Pines
Company, purchased 3,300 acres ofland from the Union Carbide
Corporation on the southern third of Amelia Island, initiating the
development boom that Cutler predicted in 1965. As news of the
land purchase and preliminary development plans spread across
the small coastal communities, residents were enthusiastic about
the profound changes they were about to witness in the ways of life
on Amelia Island. On December 3, 1970, a local newspaper ran an
article proclaiming that "[n] ot since the Spanish slogged ashore
in the 1500s and the paper industry moved here in the 1930s has
any one announcement meant more to ultimate progress than the
purchase of the south end of the island this week." 27
The company also promoted the economic benefits that would
accrue to the area with the construction of its planned community,
the Amelia Island Plantation. Promotional literature advertised
that the Plantation would create 900 new jobs for local residents,
though it neglected to note that most of the work would consist
of low-paying maintenance and service occupations. The company
also claimed that "the Plantation brings an island-wide benefit of
a whole new buying group-residents and visitors. " Additionally,
it claimed that "Plantation property owners will enrich county tax
rolls [but] ... make little drain on existing life support services
because the Plantation will provide its own roads, water, sewage,
and security." 28 According to the Amelia Island Company, local
residents would also benefit from the increase in property values
that would arise from the demand created by the Plantation
development project.

27
28

Fernandina B each N ews L eader, December, 3 1970.
See promotional literature produced by the Amelia Island Plantation Company,
A melia Island Explored: A Guide to Florida '.s Golden /s/,e (Amelia Island, FL: Amelia
Island Plantation, 1973), 90. The title of such advertisements tempted visitors
with adventure and "exploration" even as they promised the ease of living on a
"Golden Isle ."
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Before construction began on the Plantation community, 400
feet of beachfront property sold for $19,000. In the early 1970s,
- following the announcement of the Company's plans, the same plot
could sell for $28,000. In 1972, prices for beachfront lots soared
as high as $200,000. Prices were considerably lower, however, for
parcels of land that did not fit the company's constructed vision
of a natural paradise with an ocean view. For lands outside of the
Plantation's development scheme, "out in the county - in pure
boondocks close to nothing - old piney scrub palmetto land sold
for ... $750-$1500 an acre." 29 While certainly one could argue for
the values and preservation of such different ecological niches, the
company focused on developing the beachfront properties that
promised the highest future returns. Despite the stated philosophy
of the Amelia Island Company, which emphasized an ecological
sensitivity, the company's descriptions of lands "out in the county"
reveal a very narrow understanding of the value of the natural
environment. Apparently, only nature that could be controlled,
packaged, and sold as "a sunny clime tempered by ocean breezes,"
held any value for the Amelia Island Plantation. 30
Charles Fraser, the head of the Sea Pines Company and
mastermind behind the development of the Amelia Island
Plantation, prided himself on creating developments that
existed in harmony with the natural environment. However, his
designed communities often shaped the landscape to conform
to preconceived images of nature, rather than recognizing
ecological limits and the deleterious impact that large construction
projects had on the environment. Despite this misrepresentation,
promotional literature stressed Fraser's genius in combining
successful commercial real estate ventures with concerns for the
environment. Fraser first articulated the design philosophy that
he would apply to Amelia Island at the Sea Pines community on
Hilton Head Island, South Carolina.31 Fraser claimed that
Sea Pines is more than its eight square miles of wooded
land, more than its 500 homes and their appealing

29
30
31

Amelia Island Plantation Company, Amelia Island Explored, 71 .
Ibid., 15-1 6.
See Michael Danielson and Patricia R F. Danielson, Politics and Profits in
Paradise: The Development of H ilton H ead Island (Columbia: University of South
Carolina Press, 1995) .
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residents. It is more than its golf courses, its rivers and
creeks, its beachfront forests. Sea Pines also stands for a set
of land stewardship principles concerning its protection. 32
For Fraser, Sea Pines and Amelia Island Plantation would
protect nature by destroying portions of it to create golf courses,
and share its bounty by limiting access to the remaining natural
amenities to only the most desirable residents. By constructing a
narrow image of nature as the source of recreation for the upper
and middle classes, officials from the Amelia Island Company
could convince themselves of their enlightened environmental
philosophy and reconcile the inherent contradictions between
large-scale commercial development and ecological preservation.
For company officials, "dollars stem from sense and sensitivity
- a developer's almost pantheistic regard for the land and all
its animate and inanimate inhabitants." 33 Others echoed the
company's assessment of the almost spiritual reverence inspired
by the Plantation's melding of commercial development and the
natural landscape. Deon Lawrence Jaccard, the director of the
Amelia Island Museum of History in the 1990s, described Amelia
Island Plantation as "a breathtakingly beautiful island resort whose
sensitive [ly] developed forest retreat strokes the soul." 34
To confirm its commitment to protecting its own image of the
environment, the company hired a planning firm to conduct an
ecological inventory of the area. With construction due to begin,
the company called upon the firm of Wallace, McHarg, Roberts,
and Todd Inc. of Philadelphia to conduct, according to Charles
Fraser, "the most exhaustive environmental planning effort ever
commissioned by private enterprise." 35 The decision to conduct
an "environmental impact statement," which would not become
mandatory under state law until the following year with the passage
of the Florida Environmental Land and Water Management Act
of 1972, was certainly unprecedented in the early 1970s. Though
once construction began, later development plans like those
for Summer Beach abandoned the moral, ethical, and aesthetic
commitments to protect the natural environment and focused
primarily on commercial considerations. The ecological survey
32
33
34
35

Charles Fraser, quoted in Amelia Island Explored, 4 7.
Amelia Island Plan ta ti on Company, Amelia Island Explored, 4 7.
Deon Lawrence Jaccard, The Historic Splendor of Amelia Island (Fernandina
Beach, FL: Larus Books, 1997), 8.
Charles Fraser, quoted in, Amelia Island Explored, 4 7.
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employed the services of more than a dozen scientists and took
more than nine months to complete. In many ways it represented
a "milestone in the application of ecological principles to real life
problems" since the Amelia Island Company sought to incorporate
scientific knowledge into its designs. 36 Additionally, the Amelia
Island Company enjoyed publicity for its decision to hire the firm
of Ian McHarg, an urban planner-cum-ecologist, whose 1969 book,
Design with Nature, became a classic statement on environmentallysensitive urban planning. 37 It matters little whether Fraser's
statements were quantitatively true. The company promoted its
ecological sensibilities in its promotional literature and hoped
to benefit from the goodwill it generated. Nonetheless, the
commitment to preserve at least some part of the local ecosystem
discursively bound the company to limit its ambitions, at least
during the initial phases of development.
The report acknowledged that "[a] ny development on the
southern section of Amelia Island will result in some measure of
habitat alteration," for reptiles as well as birds and other wildlife,
with "an overall deleterious effect on [animal] populations," but
they hoped that the company would follow suggestions to minimize
the damage. 38 Other scientists, however, criticized the entire report.
The consulting group acknowledged the arguments of critics who
charged that "any ecologist who engaged in such a project would
be working against the causes of conservation and environmental
protection," but the group responded by declaring, "we ... are
realists. We recognize that not every wild area can be set aside and
that our growing human population must be accommodated." 39
Such notions were inherently contradictory. Should historians
critique the company for cynically justifying its development plans,
or applaud the effort to provide for the recreational demand of a
population "that must be accommodated?"
Clearly the Amelia Island Company's first priority was to earn
a profit, rather than to protect the fragile ecosystem, though

36
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company officials did apply the ecologists' suggestions to preserve
the selected elements of the natural world that conformed to their
idealization of a "total appearance and ambience ... of man living
in harmony with his natural environment." 40 The final designs
included a conservancy area, clustered buildings to allow for open
spaces, "bike trails [that] wind along picturesque lagoons," and
"fairways [that] twist and turn through the dense forest." 41
Phase I of the community opened on May 15, 1972. This first
phase of development consisted of 850 acres of land which would
include 1800 villa units, worth as much as $60,000 each, and 600
single family home lots when completed. The first 87 home lots
cleared, worth between $12,000 and $25,000, sold out in one day.
The plans for Phase I included a number of recreational facilities
that would allow residents to enjoy Amelia Island's weather
and natural environment. A tennis center would contain 30
championship courts with a Center Court stadium seating 2,500
spectators. Additionally, three planned "Environmental Awareness
Walks" would snake through the wooded areas on the Plantation
grounds. The first walk "meanders through the sunken forest
between the [sand] dune lines, then climbs up to an observation
deck overlooking a 50 foot dune. An exhilarating sight even for
the most jaded eyes!" The primary way in which residents would
experience nature on the Amelia Island Plantation, however, was
on the golf course. The golf course dominated the landscape of
the first phase of development. Indeed, "on almost every hand
throughout the first 850 acres are signs of the first 27-hole golf
course, designed by [famed golf course architect] Pete Dye." 42
Though central to the planners' vision of experiencing nature, golf
courses were particularly hazardous to local ecosystems. Fertilizers
and pesticides could promote eutrophication, whereby algae
blooms choke off marine flora and fauna.
Plans for Phase II of development were even more ambitious,
and arguably more detrimental to the environment. The residential
pattern of Phase II would follow the original model, though the
plans also included one public and one private marina for sailing
40
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Amelia Island Plantation Company, Amelia Islan d Explored, 47; Supporters of
Fraser's ecologically-sensitive vision of development have argued in a different
context that subsequent resort and hotel operators, rather than the original
planners, eventually gained economic control and political leverage. See
Danielson and Danielson, Politics and Profits in Paradise, 4.
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craft and motorboats. Aware of the environmental impact that such
an increase in human traffic would have on the seas, the company
- claimed that the sites chosen for the marinas had been "selected
by the ecologists as being of low productive value." Such assertions
raise questions about exactly how ecologists defined "productive
value" since the original 1971 preliminary ecological report offered
no such recommendations. 43 The second phase also called for the
development of Summer Beach on 850 acres, with two miles of
beachfront property north of the African-American community
of American Beach. The northern section would leave American
Beach residents surrounded and the Plantation property divided.
Beginning in the early 1970s, the Amelia Island Plantation Company
attempted to acquire American Beach properties. The plans for
Summer Beach reflect less concern for harmony with nature
and explicitly described a "more full-fledged resort area - with
oceanfront villas, hotel-motels, a large contemporary playground,
a totally new concept in travel-trailer parks, and moderately priced
vacation homes. "44
The construction of Summer Beach would wait until 1984,
when the Summer Beach, Ltd. investment group submitted an
application to the Nassau County Planning and Zoning Director
to re-zone the land north of American Beach and open the way for
residential development. 45 The new development was hemmed in
between the protected dunes, Highway AlA and the Amelia Island
Parkway to the east and west, and the cities of Fernandina Beach
and American Beach to the north and south. Developers of the
Summer Beach resort proposed a multi-stage development scheme
to construct a 400 unit hotel, a series of 2-7 story townhouses along
the beachfront, three beach club recreational areas, and the
Summer Woods apartments and Mariner's Walk Condos across
the street. Only 20 percent of the units were anticipated to be
primary, year-round residences. Approximately 80 percent were
expected to be second or vacation homes for wealthy buyers "in
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Ibid., 48; For the original ecological survey see McCormick, Amelia Island,
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an upper income bracket" who could pool their resources in a
rental management program, "as a vehicle for them to maximize
their investment return when they are not in residence. "46
Developers claimed to be guided by an environmental sensibility
and "influenced strongly by the preservation of vegetation and the
enhancement of ocean views-two of the more valuable assets of
the site." Clearly the opportunity to maintain profitable access to
the beach as a marketable commodity remained the primary goal.
A more cynical reading acknowledges that only the vegetation that
helped prevent beach erosion would be protected by "restraining
human access through the provision of elevated walkways. "47
Of the original 3,300 acres, plus another 410 purchased later
for a total of 3, 710 acres, 900 acres would be reserved and turned
over to a marshland trust for protection. Curiously, the company
elected to protect only marshland habitats, which would likely prove
difficult to drain and pave for large-scale construction projects,
rather than the coveted beachfront environments. According to
the engineers who prepared the original ecological inventory of the
Plantation, when developers chose to leave some lands untouched,
they typically opted to protect the "areas most difficult to develop,
rather than ... the areas most suitable for wildlife preservation." 48
Indeed, much of the forest that remained consisted of "miles of
almost unbroken stands of longleaf pine, much of which has been
planted in even rows by large pulpwood producers," that provided
little habitat protection for the area's wildlife. 49 Residents and
visitors on the remaining grounds would experience nature as a
carefully crafted landscape using plants and trees grown especially
on the thirty-two-acre Amelia Island Nursery.
Environmental Justice and Environmental Degradation
Maintaining the immaculately crafted landscape of the Amelia
Island Plantation often entailed damaging the environment of
the neighboring community of American Beach, raising complex
issues of environmental justice. The battle for civil rights between
developers and African-American residents of American Beach
has attracted the attention of historians and filmmakers , but
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few have investigated issues of environmental degradation and
environmental justice that accompanied the better-known social
-history. 50 To maintain the illusion of pristine nature that appealed
to Plantation homeowners while still providing modern luxury
amenities, the Amelia Island Company constructed its mechanical
and maintenance facilities outside the boundaries of the 1,400
acres of development property. Instead, the company built its
operational facilities, which destroyed the dramatic natural vistas
of the island and contributed to environmental pollution, in areas
adjacent to or within the community of American Beach. Shortly
after purchasing the original tracts of land for the Plantation
development in 1970, the company used its clout to influence local
government officials, who approved a rezoning proposal for the
portion of the Plantation property nearest American Beach. The
redistricting plan allowed the company to allocate the land for
commercial, rather than residential, uses. Instead of constructing
upscale homes that incorporated the natural environment into
an aesthetically pleasing landscape, the Amelia Island Company
promptly built a warehouse storage facility on the lands adjacent
to American Beach. 51
In addition to influencing policies that applied to land use
on Plantation property, developers built the mechanical and
maintenance facilities, as well as a delivery depot, within the city
limits of American Beach. While small utility trucks and golf carts
served the needs of the Plantation, shuttling supplies to resort
villas, shopping complexes, and conference centers, American
Beach residents constantly endured the disruptions caused by
the eighteen-wheel trucks that transported goods from afar to be
redistributed within the Plantation community. American Beach
residents complained that the large trucks cracked the pavement
on Lewis Street, violently shook the foundations of nearby
homes, and destroyed area lawns and mailboxes. The trucks also
contributed to air and noise pollution in the area. In return for the
environmental costs of allowing large trucks to transport luxury
goods to Amelia Island Plantation, American Beach residents
received vast quantities of garbage that the development dumped
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See, for example, Marsha Dean Phelts, An American Beach for African Americans
(Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1997); Russ Rymer, American Beach: A
Saga of Race, Wealth, and Memory (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, Inc. ,
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outside the boundaries of the Plantation. 52 One Sea Pines executive
speculated on how prospective white residents would react to their
neighbors in American Beach, claiming that white retirees would
see African Americans "pretty much as they viewed the great white
sharks in the water." A buyer's guide for the Plantation attempted to
reassure white visitors that American Beach would not exist much
longer as it "'blends into and is absorbed by the growing island
around it. And so it should be."' 53 Later company representatives
publicly disavowed the racism inherent in such early statements,
but made no apologies for the claims that the hegemony of their
understandings of nature and the environment should spread
across the island.
Company officials also had to recast the pollution already
emanating from the northern half of the island. The Amelia
Island Plantation marketed and sold an image of nature as a
vision of paradise, but they had to somehow address the fact that
a considerable amount of air pollution and water contamination
already spewed from industry on the northern portion of the
island. In the 1970s, when the Amelia Island Plantation opened,
company officials worked to reassure residents and visitors that
their carefully sculpted nature would be free from industrial
pollutants. They claimed that pollution remained confined to the
northern half of the island and that, compared to New York City's
350 gallons of raw sewage each day, "local transgressions don't seem
unique." Additionally, the company rhetorically supported efforts
to reduce pollution in the paper mills. The City of Fernandina
Beach had agreed to issue $15 million in bonds on behalf of the
Container Corporation of America to reduce pollution. By 1975,
ITT Rayonier Inc. was slated to complete a $35 million project
to reduce pollution and reduce water usage by 3 million gallons
daily.54 ITT Rayonier was unique among Fernandina's timber mills
in that it did not produce paper products. Instead, it used southern
pines to produce chemical cellulose that had manufacturing
applications. As an industrial byproduct, the factory produced
a slurry of cooking liquor that it pumped across the island and
into the Atlantic Ocean, or into the harbor of Fernandina Beach.
According to company representatives, the construction of a longer
pipeline into the ocean would allow the waste to be dispersed
52
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without affecting the local shrimping industry or the oxygen levels
of the Amelia River. Both the construction and the toxicity levels
would be monitored by a representative from the State ofFlorida. 55
While the Amelia Island Plantation applauded such efforts, it
made no statement about the potential environmental destruction
engendered by its massive development project and the dramatic
increase in the demands that an influx of new residents would
place on natural resources. Increases in automobile traffic
along Highway AlA and pollution from construction operations
threatened animal life and created new environmental challenges.
The Amelia Island Company continued to pursue development
plans that called for a new resort at Summer Beach, north of the
African-American community of American Beach. Plans for later
development of the resorts at Summer Beach threatened the habitats
of endangered species of migrating birds, such as the Peregrine
Falcons, and the Southeastern Krestels. Other non-endangered
species faced deleterious impacts as well. Loggerhead Turtles also
nested near construction sites, but developers claimed no adverse
effects would result from new developments and they committed to
"work closely with the local interest group to further their efforts to
protect these species." According to a company spokesman, efforts
to protect the turtles would be "supported to the greatest extent
possible." 56 Planners also indicated that no endangered plant species
"are known to, or expected to, occur on the site. "57
However, the new development at Summer Beach did produce
considerable waste. From 1984 to 1988, the new development was
expected to produce four hundred and fifty tons of solid waste
each year. Considering that the five hundred and ninety dwellings
and the four hundred room hotel only maintained an average of
50 percent occupancy, a total of nine hundred tons of solid waste
total would accumulate over the first phase of the development
of Summer Beach, though after the initial phases of construction
were completed and the resorts achieved occupancies closer to 100
percent, the average annual production of solid waste would climb
to 2,737.5 tons. 58 In addition, Summer Beach required greater
inputs of electricity. Developers attempted to orient buildings to
55
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minimize summer heat accumulation, and thus mitigate the use of
electronic air conditioners, but rejected alternative sources, such
as solar power, as too costly, considering the seasonal variations
in occupancy and energy consumption. 59 The development of
Summer Beach would also lead to an annual increase in motor
vehicle traffic of 6 percent from 1984 to 1994, and 3 percent
annually after 1994. Combined with emissions from construction
activities, by 1997, air pollution would increase to rates as high
as 62 lbs./ day for particulates, two hundred and five lbs./ day for
hydrocarbons, 4086 lbs./ day for carbon monoxide, and seven
hundred and sixty-two lbs./ day for nitrogen oxides. 60

The Beach
Beyond simply imposing an idealized vision of nature,
oceanfront recreation required developers to assert control
over a particularly dynamic and shifting ecosystem, namely,
the beach itself. Created by the churning of waves, the beach is
constantly shifting, blown by the winds and shaped by the tides.
Beachfront construction of condominiums and recreational
facilities demanded that the beach remain a stable, predictable,
and marketable commodity, even as increased development placed
greater pressures on recreational resources. Amelia Island has
been called an "island of paradoxes." It has some of Florida's
lowest risk areas for potential development along the inter-coastal
waterway near the city of Fernandina Beach, and yet development
has proceeded along the beachfront areas which have the highest
risk of beach erosion. The most unstable regions are along the
northern half of the island and along the southeastern quadrant
that includes the oceanfront areas of American Beach, the Amelia
Island Plantation, and the Amelia Island State Park along the
Nassau Sound in the southernmost part of the island. 61
As environmental historian Ted Steinberg has argued, blaming
nature for environmental destruction disguises the agency of
human powerbrokers and often serves "to justify a set of responses
that has proved to be both environmentally unsound, and socially,
59
60
61
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if not morally bankrupt." 62

Steinberg writes passionately about
how the development of tourist amenities in Miami and South
-Florida was driven by a desire to "maximize the region's tourist
and agricultural potential by building in areas susceptible to
hurricanes and flooding." 63 In South Florida, the state played
handmaiden to developers who built hotels and vacation homes
on vulnerable barrier islands that lay in the path of Atlantic
hurricanes. Comparisons with South Florida are instructive for
understanding developments on Amelia Island, particularly when
we consider the role of the United States Army Corps of Engineers
(USACE) in constructing and stabilizing the beaches on the
southeastern portion of the Island in the face of beach erosion
and damage from Atlantic storms. Though the USACE justified
its beach remediation projects by claiming to support "the public
good," many of the benefits accrued specifically to the residents
and patrons of the Amelia Island Plantation resorts.
Remediation of eroded beaches did not begin with the
construction of the Amelia Island Plantation, but it significantly
changed the priorities and marshaled the resources of the USACE
for different ends as beach erosion accelerated in the years following
the development of the southern part of the island. 64 Earlier surveys
and erosion projects treated beach remediation as part of broader
recommendations for Amelia Island as a whole. In 1976, engineers
advocated the construction of jetties to stabilize the beach at the
northern end of the island from Fernandina Beach and Ft. Clinch.
They also recommended dredging the St. Mary's River to deepen
the channel. Though the engineers were aware that "large-scale
reparation [was] necessary to prevent the continued loss of both
upland structures and recreational beach," the primary purpose of
the study was to evaluate the efficacy of programs, dating back to
the 1880s, that dredged the St. Mary's inlet and the harbor serving
the leeward port of Fernandina (which primarily served the local
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shrimping and paper industries, but also served as a main hub for
shipping to the mid-Atlantic island of Bermuda). 65
Following the development and expansion of the Amelia Island
Plantation, beach remediation efforts shifted to the southeastern
part of the island to protect the potential recreational resources
around the Plantation resort and in the nearby state park on
Little Talbot Island, just across Nassau Sound. Though initially
prohibited from undertaking projects that had limited "public"
benefits, the USACE eventually bore the cost and the burden of
repairing beachfront views and recreational amenities for the
wealthy residents and visitors to the southern half of Amelia Island.
Beachfront properties were endangered by regular patterns
of erosion that could be exacerbated by violent sub-tropical
weather patterns. Hurricanes and nor' easters not only threatened
destruction from strong winds and storms surge, they could also
tear apart large portions of the beach itself.
In the early 1980s, the USACE shifted its priorities from
replenishing the beach to supporting recreation and tourism.
However, the USACE initially undertook only those projects that
had broad public benefits. Federal funding, totaling $6,427,500
with annual maintenance costs of approximately $930,700, could
be deployed to replenish beaches on the northern portion of
the island, where "Federal participation . . . [would] provide and
maintain clearly marked beach access, nearby parking areas, and
other public facilities, open and available to all on equal terms." 66
By contrast, the USACE determined that "[n] o significant public
benefits would stem from works to protect the southern segment
of the island," where the Amelia Island Plantation was located
[emphasis added]. 67
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Initially, The Amelia Island Plantation had to cover the costs
of repairing the beach along those privileged plots reserved for
its residents and guests. Following a particularly devastating 1984
storm, the Amelia Island Community Association commissioned a
local engineering firm to prepare a plan to repair a section of the
beach that had been stripped, leaving a nearly twenty-foot tall cliff
of sand backed against the dunes. According to an initial survey,
the combination of shoreline instability and the prospect of future
storms could result in "the immediate endangerment of numerous
habitable multi-family shorefront structures within the area of
interests." 68 Olsen Associates, Inc., a coastal engineering firm,
recommended the construction of a low-profile asphalt storm wall
at the relatively low cost of $217 to $242 per linear foot, but noted
that it could only support such measures as a short-term solution. 69
During the 1980s, the USACE began expanding dredging
operations across the entire island, threatening fragile wildlife
habitats in sensitive coastal areas. Environmental impact statements
warned that dredging and beach replenishment would impact
aquatic life, local fishing and shrimp industries, and the nesting
habitats of birds and sea turtles that could be smothered with refill
sand. A 1984 environmental impact statement from the USACE
determined that a number of different sea turtle species and
endangered species of Peregrine Falcons were regularly found
in the work zone of dredging and replenishment operations. In
addition, local shrimp fishermen had witnessed a decrease in
yields from a peak of 532,290 pounds in 1977 as a result of vaguely
identified "biological and economic factors." Local fisheries would
be further disturbed by the dredging crews, but planners hoped
the effect would be temporary as shrimp populations rebounded
after the heavy work was completed. 70
The dredging operations would have a more significant impact
on endangered sea turtles and manatees. While planners claimed
that there was Ii ttle danger to manatees from the dredging operations
themselves, "there [was] potential for work boats to strike manatees

68
69
70

Olsen Associates, Inc., Amelia Island Shoreline Stabilization Analysis Qacksonville,
FL: Olsen Associates, Inc., 1985), 1.
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[causing injury or death] while transferring between dredge and
shore." The USACE intended to enforce "no wake" zones and
to inform subcontractors of the dangers and penalties under the
Endangered Species Act and the Marine Mammal Protection Act,
and the contractors would be ultimately held responsible for "any
manatee harmed, harassed, or killed as a result of the construction
of the project. "71 For endangered sea turtle species, the danger was
twofold. First, sea turtles that had burrowed into the seabed along
shallow inlets could be injured or killed by the hydraulic dredges,
though the USACE believed such risks were low since fast currents
might inhibit turtles from burrowing in the trawl survey areas. The
second threat to turtle populations involved disturbing or burying
nesting grounds during the beach replenishment. In some cases,
"an overburden of sand placed on an existing nest may smother
the eggs, preventing hatchlings from emerging." Again the burden
of protecting the endangered species fell to subcontractors, who
were required to conduct daily inspections of work zones and to
clear out any existing nests sixty days before beginning operations
during turtle nesting season between April and September. 72
Despite such well-known environmental dangers, dredging
operations continued and expanded, not only to the southern half
of Amelia Island, but also to the nearby uninhabited state park on
Little Talbot Island. In the period before 1991, maintaining the
beaches of Amelia Island required nine different publicly-funded
dredging operations, with a total volume of 6,266, 235 cubic
yards of fill, at a total cost of $7,405,230. 73 As southern Amelia
Island experienced further development, expanding up the coast,
the "natural" environment became increasingly artificial and
constructed and those visitors seeking a vision of "unadulterated"
nature looked across the Nassau Sound to the protected natural
areas of Little Talbot Island.
State Parks and Civil Society
A short drive from the Amelia Island Plantation, across the
causeway on Highway AlA, one could reach the shores of two
state parks, Little Talbot Island and Big Talbot Island. In total, the
State of Florida operated a complex of seven state parks on and
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LittleTalbot Island. Photograph by author.

around Amelia Island, including the historical and cultural areas
of the Ribault Club and the Kingsley Plantation. As state operating
budgets had been slashed, a non-profit, citizens' group, The
Sarabay Society (now the Friends of the Talbot Island State Parks),
was established to help promote ecologically-sensitive recreational
activities and Americorps volunteers have constructed a network
of boardwalks to protect fragile dunes and sea turtle nesting
grounds. 74 Without romanticizing the environmental preservation
activities of the state or civil society, it is worth considering how
the proximity of protected recreational areas to larger commercial
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Everglades Providence: Marjory Stoneman Douglas and the American Environmental
Century (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2009).

Published by STARS, 2013

25

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 92 [2013], No. 4, Art. 6

NATURE ON A LEASH

771

developments may offer the possibility of imagining new ways of
living and playing in Florida's environment.
In the nearby state parks, vacationers found numerous
opportunities for the paradoxical experience of both serenity and
adventure that comes from a deeper immersion in nature. For visitors
who wanted to canoe or kayak along low country tidal creeks, the tour
guide company Kayak Amelia offered less obviously manipulated
natural recreation. Additionally, Ft. Clinch State Park on the northern
tip ofAmelia Island offered vacationers a chance to visit a well-preserved
nineteenth-century fort, as well as opportunities for bicycling and bird
watching along the intercoastal waterway. The state also operated
smaller parks, the Amelia Island State Park and the George Crady
Bridge Fishing Pier State Park, on either side of the Nassau Sound.
Visitors primarily used these smaller parks for fishing or as convenient
boat launches, but both sites also provided more open parking and a
point of access to the beaches, access which is elsewhere restricted by
the exclusivity of Plantation and other developments.
When construction first began on the Amelia Island Plantation
in the early 1970s, Little Talbot Island remained remote enough
that educators used the area as an outdoor laboratory for teaching
schoolchildren natural history and biology. 75 Despite the rapid
development across the Nassau Sound and the increase in traffic
along Highway AlA, the state parks around Little Talbot Island
have remained relatively well-preserved. According to the Florida
State Parks department, Little Talbot Island today "is one of the
few remaining undeveloped barrier islands in Northeast Florida...
[with] undisturbed salt marshes on the western side of the island"
that provide visitors with opportunities for "hours of nature study
and relaxation." 76 Of course, the state parks represented just as
much of a constructed vision of the natural world as the looming
towers of beachfront resorts. Indeed, the USACE has conducted
beach stabilization and dredging operations since the 1880s, and
recently has begun dredging on the southern portion of Amelia
Island to manage beach erosion on Little Talbot. 77
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The establishment and maintenance of a network of state parks
has proceeded haphazardly, the result of efforts by the federal
government, the state, and local citizen activists, rather than as a
result of the supposedly environmentally-sensitive development
that the Amelia Island Plantation and boosters promoted in the
1970s. The hubris of original plans assumed an ability to master
the natural world and reshape it to conform to a narrow, late
twentieth-century vision of paradise. Nobler ambitions gave way to
commercial interests as various developers engulfed the southern
half of Amelia Island, polluting the island, threatening the
endangered wildlife, and engaging in a never-ending battle against
the dynamic and shifting sands of the beaches.
In many ways, the post war development of Amelia Island
followed a similar pattern as development elsewhere in the state.
Changing economic circumstances and demographic shifts brought
new affluence to a growing portion of the American population,
and the promises of fun in the sun lured many to Florida's shores.
Perhaps inevitably, vacationers were drawn to Amelia Island. Yet, large
scale recreational development came relatively late to Amelia Island.
Developers certainly sought to maximize profits, as had earlier builders
in other parts of the state, but considering the increased sensitivity
to environmental problems in the 1970s, they attempted to address
concerns about environmental degradation. Original plans promised
to build in harmony with the natural world and protect fragile
ecosystems. Such laudable ambitions immediately came under fire
as critics decried the contradictions inherent in promoting any largescale capitalist development project. Development in later phases,
like Summer Beach, proceeded with less attention to environmental
stewardship. Amelia Island was constructed as a natural paradise. Such
images drew upon a long history of tourist development in Florida, but
they also represented a unique moment in that history. Initial efforts
established a precedent in which a language of environmentalism
placed limits, often transgressed and ineffectual to be sure, on the
kind of development that could occur. The State of Florida attempted
to protect at least some of the fragile barrier islands and private sector
volunteers have committed to a variety of projects to protect the
region's wildlife and vulnerable ecosystems.
Conclusion

Omni Hotels now manages the Plantation operations and
construction cranes loom high above the Ritz Carlton Resort.
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Omni Hotels Resort and Golf Course. Photograph by author.

American Beach sits like a ghost town and developers routinely
try to acquire property further up the coast from the county park
at Peter's Point. Yet, local residents preserve the memories of
a different past and work to protect wild nature on and around
Amelia Island. Volunteers patrol the dunes during the summer
to identify sea turtle nests and the area's state parks complement,
rather than compete with, the other recreational options. Limiting
access to an exclusive community proved a misguided approach to
fulfilling the aspirations of ecologically-minded planners, but the
messy and contested process of development on Amelia Island still
offers an alternative and an inspiration for continuing to strive for
those ideals.
The social and environmental consequences of the rapid
development of the southern half of Amelia Island are undeniable.
Local groups, particularly the African-American community
of American Beach, have suffered as exclusive resorts and golf
courses spread across the island. As this article argues, the local
environment and wildlife have suffered major depredations as
well. Seen from afar, the pattern of development looks remarkably
similar to Charles Fraser's original plans, with a cluster of buildings
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and amenities surrounded by large areas of protected green spaces.
While fully recognizing the ecological and social consequences
- of constructing our built environments according to models
that impose human desires on the natural world, it is worth reconsidering the impulse that motivated Fraser in the first place.
Can we learn any lessons from the aspirations, and the missteps, of
past development schemes? Can we redeem a vision of living and
playing harmoniously with the coastal environment?
Remarkably, few wild spaces remain in Florida. The cultural
and economic pressures to enjoy Florida's construction of paradise
will likely continue despite the temporary, if protracted, economic
downturn initiated by the 2008 collapse of the housing market and
construction industry. The pause presents scholars of Florida's
history, and indeed all Floridians, with a moment to reflect on
the past half century of development. While urban sprawl has
poured a concrete slab over much of South and Central Florida,
there are opportunities to reconsider a more thoughtful approach
to development in the remaining natural areas of North Florida.
Such an approach demands that developers engage in a messy, but
meaningful, dialogue with ecological scientists, federal government
agencies, state and local government, and an assertive civil society
to manage Florida's future growth and protect the natural wonders
that have attracted visitors and residents since the nineteenth
century. The specters of high-unemployment and economic
stagnation have accelerated tendencies to promote growth at
all costs. But it is possible, given the political will, to reclaim the
best of what was possible on Amelia Island in the early 1970s.
Floridians may yet be able to re-integrate with the natural world,
not by rejecting the pleasures of Florida's natural paradise or by
restricting access even further and exacerbating racial, economic,
and socio-political tensions, but by reclaiming and re-inventing Ian
McHarg's admonition to "design with nature." 78
In many ways, the commercial and recreational development
of postwar Amelia Island followed the patterns evident in other
parts of the state of Florida. Gary Mormino and others have
recently written on both the social battles and the environmental
consequences of developing Florida's environment and oceanfront
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for tourists and snow birds. 79 Yet, the unique history of late
twentieth-century development on Amelia Island may offer the
possibility for imagining something different. Certainly, one could
and should critique the expansion of exclusive beachfront luxury
at the expense of the natural world and less-privileged members of
society. But North Florida is not yet South Beach or Coral Gables.
It is not Orange County or Disney World. It is difficult to tum
back a half century of development, but now-empty condos and
foreclosed vacation homes may provide an opportunity in which
it is possible to change course, to "unleash" nature. 80 Perhaps such
a sentiment is overly optimistic, or even naive, given the intensity
of recent political battles and the pressures to promote ever
more growth. For more than half a century growth has been the
business of Florida. But demography is not destiny. We can learn
from the lessons of past mistakes. We can learn to re-build our
built environments. We can learn to live and play in nature more
thoughtfully, more conscientiously.
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Mormino, 302-354; Hugh E. Bartling, "Disney's Celebration, The Promise of
New Urbanism, and the Portents of Homogeneity," Florida Historical Quarterly,
81, no. I (Summer 2002): 44-67; Desrosiers-Lauzon.
Perhaps, using a more theoretical language, we might call it something like a
"post-leashed" nature.
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